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How to make life meaningful 

This stanza from the guru puja, which is mainly about the value of this life: what we call a precious 

human life, something we’ve obtained just this once. Whilst we have it, we need to learn to make the 

most and capitalise on this precious, but easily lost, opportunity. So it calls upon us to make this human 

existence meaningful. How can we make it meaningful? We can make it meaningful by recollecting 

the teaching by His Holiness where he often stresses that Buddhism, with which we can make our life 

meaningful, boils down to two essences: the right view of dependent-arising, or the 

interconnectedness of all things; and grounding all our behaviour in non-violence and non-aggressive 

behaviour.  

If only one abstains from inflicting violence on sentient beings of all types, then one naturally is living 

a life of Dharma. Violence comes in the form of violence of body, speech and mind. If we resolve to 

abstain from violence then we are living up to the Buddhist right way of life, which is a life of 

nonviolence. Sheer abstinence without motivation may be a form of nonviolence, but the special 

intention with which one abstains from nonviolence would make it especially Dharmic.  

Abstaining from violence 

Physical violence is quite easy to understand. The violence that most people inflict is by way of killing, 

torturing and physically harming creatures such as animals, wildlife. Hunting, for example, is a typical 

form of that violence. Physical torture of animals, of humans not with the with the view to bringing 

some good – whatever good may come through torture, which is hard to know – but with sheer 

cruelty, inflicting torture on animals big and small is definitely physical aggression or violence.  

Verbal violence again is quite obvious. Verbal violence mainly comes in the form of abusive language, 

to inflict pain on others. In a way, verbal violence may include lying, slandering and divisive speech 

because when you lie with the view to harm others, it is a form of verbal violence. Mental violence 

could be mainly malice. But, mental violence also subsumes any mental events or thoughts which are 

prompted by self-centeredness. Driven by self-centeredness, any motivation that takes root in the 

mind happens with the view of gaining maximum benefit to the self. When self becomes important in 

the eye of the self then others became less important or not important all, and therefore the tendency 

to neglect their benefit, the goodness of others and achieve goodness only for self does amount to 

mental violence.  

Understanding that violence comes in three ways and each type of violence really inflicts pain on 

others, then if somehow one learns to abstain from inflicting violence in the knowledge that there’s 

no reason at all to inflict violence on others… When we know for sure that one and others are on the 

same footing: desiring, wishing to be happy at all times, instinctively longing for happiness and 

instinctively longing for freedom from problems, distress – that being the fundamental pattern of 

thinking, there’s no reason to inflict violence. Besides, when you consider the nurturing relationship 

we have had with all others, if you resolve to abstain from violence in this way it may contribute to 

developing bodhichitta.  
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However, I feel that if you are to engage in small business and you do it on behalf of a large community 

whereby you buy and sell things – and of course when you sell things you have to have a marginal 

profit, not excessive mark-up but marginal profit – then these different profits will serve the 

community at large. Although there is a difference in the price you paid and the price you charge, but 

the motivation is for the good of the larger community, so I feel that does not amount to some kind 

of inflicting violence. As long as one does not charge excessively on things sold – small differences in 

the form of marginal profit.  

The person who sold you the items, they too have made some marginal profit; and then when you sell 

it you have to make some profit for the good of the community. Then that marginal mark-up, to make 

small profit, I believe will not amount to tse-wa, violence. However, actual violent action needn’t 

necessarily be carried out by oneself. It could also be if you hire a hit-man, for example, because you 

want to get rid of somebody who is thought of as hostile and therefore very detrimental to your 

progress, your wellbeing; for whatever reason, hiring a hit-man to inflict violence on others certainly 

does amount to violence.  

The simple thing is, learning and understanding that one ought not engage in harmful ways – recalling 

all your knowledge of karmic patterns, inescapable karmic consequences and what not – and 

therefore you discipline yourself, you are strong enough to exert self-control. That control is definitely 

a virtue. What is a virtue? Virtue is a phenomena that brings good to one, whether one believes in 

virtue or not. It is a force that does have an impact at death, and more important beyond death.  

If only we developed a sense of brotherhood and sisterhood among all living beings and then therefore 

developed a sense of closeness leading to empathy for all other beings. That would be the greatest 

virtue, a great virtue that will ensure happy pure consciousness so that you have nothing to fear in 

this life and you have nothing to fear in the subsequent lifetimes – easy going now, and easy going in 

the future. If one is not able to proactively render service or help other people for whatever limitation, 

if only one could resolve that one will not in any way deliberately harm other people. That is pure 

nonviolence and therefore with that resolution whatever you do will become Dharma. That’s when 

Dharma practice becomes dharma practice. While you are all aware of all this, that’s a small reminder 

of nonviolent peaceful lifestyle.  

Dependent origination  

The second essence of Buddhism that should guide us, in our understanding of life in general and 

interactions between ourselves and others, is the interconnectedness of all things and interdependent 

nature of all things. Whether we talk about the interdependent nature of individual to society, society 

to the nation, nation to the world, whatever, everything is inescapably hemmed in by this 

interdependent underlying principle.  

In simple terms, interdependence could be understood in terms of all human relationships: between 

the guru and disciple, between teacher and students. Without students to teach, nobody can be 

teacher, the title teacher cannot be given to that person; without teacher to teach and guide, a person 

cannot be a student. And as well as for practical purposes too, teachers depend on students for their 

income for example and students depend on teachers for the expertise that they have. So everything 

is contingent on each other, nothing can operate in isolation.  

There’s a piece of citation from some source that says,  

“A guru is kind to one, and the guru is most helpful to one, but the greatness of the 

guru does not dependent on the actual knowledge the guru has. How much a disciple 
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connects with the guru really depends on the perception of the disciple with regard to 

the individual person who is in the role of the guru.”  

The qualities the gurus has, high or low, does not depend on the guru per se. The qualities that you 

see in the guru depends on the perceiver, the dependent beholder in relation to which somebody has 

to learn from. That’s another example of how what is to be called ‘guru’ doesn’t depend on the object, 

the person – it depends on how you see the person to be.  

Having the right mind-set  

If one has the right mind-set then you are able to see everything in a positive light and therefore one 

is able to impute everything in a positive light. If one doesn’t have the right mind-set, in terms of a 

sense of reason-based reverence in the guru for example, even if the Buddha were to appear before 

one, if one acts to connect with the Buddha with the wrong concept you won’t see any greatness in 

the Buddha, as it happened during the Buddha’s own lifetime. With the right mind-set, every positive 

thing happens. Therefore it’s called, sense of faith and pure perception. Therefore I shared a story of 

finding relics in the dogs tooth; because there are some new people, let me repeat the story.  

The story goes this way: an old woman in eastern Tibet asked a traveller going to central Tibet to bring 

an item of devotion from the Buddha from the central cathedral in Lhasa. That person did go to central 

Tibet, visited Lhasa area and visited Tsang province where the famous Tashi Lhunpo monastery was, 

then it was time to go back. But all the while he was in central Tibet, he forgot completely to bring 

something from before the Buddha as a relic, a devotion item for the old woman.  

Back in Eastern Tibet when he realised he hadn’t brought anything he felt so bad because he had 

promised he would bring something. Therefore he raked his brain and looked for something he could 

give to the old woman and all he found at the time was a dogs tooth. He found a tooth that happened 

to be a dogs tooth and he wrapped it up in pure silk and gave it to the woman and said, “This is Buddhas 

tooth that I brought from Lhasa,” and he gave it to the old woman. She was so delighted that she had 

a relic of the Buddha and she kept the dogs tooth next to her pillow and she worshiped, made offering 

prayer to the dogs tooth, thinking to herself this is Buddha’s own tooth. Through the sheer force of 

her belief that it was Buddha’s tooth, the dogs tooth started issuing real relics.  

This story, like many other stories there are, clearly points out how what a thing is, is not in itself as it 

is, but how it is seen and with what force of mind it is seen.  

In the guru-disciple interdependent nature, how much a person gains, how much a learner, disciple, 

trainee gains depends on the perception of the trainee. Even if a top scholar practitioner were to arrive 

here, if we ourselves don’t have the inclination to turn to that person, failing to see their real qualities 

but we are coloured by our own perception of things so we don’t approach the person, then there will 

be no opportunity to get information or teachings from that person. One might in fact begin to see 

some negativities in that person. And then there is a person like me who is not at all learned, but if 

somebody is kind enough to see me in a positive light they may gain something out of it.  

“May gurus blessing enter my mind or me.” How much – or whether or not at all – blessings may enter 

one’s mind really depends on how we see our guru. If we have a positive outlook and positive mind-

set with which we are able to see our gurus in the positive light, then that becomes the determining 

designating mind which gives value to the object: in this case, to the guru. Through the sheer force of 

your own making, we will stand to gain blessings. So it really depends not on the guru per se as it does 

on the imputing mind of the disciple.  
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Let me share an anecdote. There was this guru and he had a few disciples; he was expecting the 

disciples. On the day of their visit the lama was powerful enough to project the mandala of his deity, 

whether it as Guhyasamaja or Heruka. He had the mandala of the deity up in the ceiling and the 

disciples came and they saw this wonder. The guru he asked, “Now it’s time to do prostration, but 

would you like to prostate to the glorious deities up in the ceiling in the mandala or to me?”  

Then the disciples thought to themselves, “We can always see the guru, any day, any time; seeing 

deities is once in a blue moon opportunity,” so therefore they thought they should prostrate to the 

mandala of the deity. As soon as they did that the guru said, “Yidam means mandala and the deity’s a 

guru’s projection,” and snapped the fingers and dissolved the glorious mandala into his own heart. So 

this is another small anecdote which highlights the importance of our own perception of how things 

exist – in this case, how we see the guru.  

Respectful relationships  

So this interdependent connection is vital to the function of the relationship, whatever the 

relationship is based on. For example in the school setting, if students don’t have at least some form 

of respect for the teacher then it becomes difficult for the teacher because the lack of respect has 

built a wall. Therefore the teacher is busy changing their behaviour rather than giving them learning 

opportunities, and therefore learning doesn’t take place. On the other hand, if someone is decent 

enough to have minimum respect for the teacher, the teacher doesn’t have to waste time controlling 

their behaviour. Time is not wasted on behaviour management, but rather time is used productively 

on teaching and learning and the disciple learns something, everything that was taught. The same 

thing, when we don’t get on well with other people then we build resistance to knowledge coming to 

us; when we have a positive attitude there is always something to learn from everybody. That’s the 

power of mind.  

No matter who a person is, everybody has some good qualities – there’s no one without any good 

qualities. If we have a positive intention then through positive interaction, sharing through a discourse 

over something, information flows and therefore one learns something from the experience, from the 

skill of that person.  

So not speaking from a Dharma point of view, if one has not got the right attitude then that can be 

very detrimental. With basic respect for other people, your interaction with them becomes smoother 

and the smooth interaction has shown respect and dignity to someone who is deserved of that 

respect, because that person like oneself instinctively wants to be happy and instinctively wants to be 

free from problems. If you respect that fundamental wish that they have and help them realise their 

wishes, not causing problems or obstacles through haughtiness, cruelty and so on, the relationship 

would be based on a smooth footing and it will be a win-win situation. They will be happy, one will be 

happy. Acknowledging the fundamental wishes that we have and that they have, if you offer respect 

in a respectful way then it will be good for them and for one here in this life – as well as in future lives, 

too.  

Whereas if somebody is full of themselves with a sense of, “I can do it all by myself, others are not 

needed,” if one lives with such an attitude of haughty independence that others are not needed and 

you show a belittling, condescending attitude and behaviours to others, by and by fewer and fewer 

people would want to associate with one. Therefore if there are friends, they will drop away and 

increasingly one will be isolated. Because your life is also a samsaric life, which is basically beset with 

all kinds of problems, when you face a problem – now that you have upset other people, and now that 

you are all by yourself – it will be difficult to seek help to solve the problem. So there will be problems 



 

Page | 5  
 

here in this life, and there will be problems in ensuing lives. The basic thing is that when we respect 

others. Even if we respect the lowest of the low of society – let’s say a homeless person who looks 

quite shabby and so on – if you gave him the respect owed to him because he is human, offering 

respect to him will not make one less than this person. Giving a small degree of dignity to such person 

in society will give them some comfort.  

Dedication 

So you can draw strength and inspiration from the fact that whatever you do in terms of virtue 

multiples by 100,000 times this month. The rationale is this in this month three important events in 

the Buddhas life happened on the 15th day of the 4th month of the lunar month: he was born that day, 

attained Buddhahood on that day, Buddha passed away on that day. In light of that, it is believed 

somehow virtues and nonvirtues will increase many-fold. 

So while I see and rejoice in nyung nae I’m not able to do nyung nae. Sorry about that. For those who 

are doing nyung nae retreat practice, obviously they would have done, but I’m reminding them to do 

the nyung nae practice on the basis of wishing all sentient beings every happiness and wishing them 

all freedom from suffering. In other words please ground your nyung nae practice in bodhichitta so it 

will become even more powerful. And those of us who aren’t doing nyung nae, we can still do practices 

in our own ways; and don’t forget to dedicate at the end of the practice whatever merit one has 

gathered to higher causes such a attaining Buddhahood and so on.  


